SOME KEY PROBLEMS WITH DRAFT AGREEMENT ON REDUCING DEFORESTATION

(draft REDD text
 as released on December 15th)

In the Copenhagen talks, partial agreement was reached on the question of Reducing Emissions from Deforestation and Degradation of forests (REDD).  The draft text however contains several problematic and dangerous clauses.  The draft text has the potential to encourage land grabbing, destructive plantations and violation of forest dwellers' rights.  This is a very brief summary.

· Only lip service to people's rights, no binding language: Paragraph 2 of the draft merely says that respect for the rights of local communities, and the need to protect natural forests from being converted to plantations, should be “encouraged and supported.”  This language is not binding (whereas earlier drafts had reportedly made it binding).  According to news reports, the government of India (along with the US, Ghana and Papua New Guinea) opposed making people's rights binding in the text
.  Another reference to the rights of forest dwellers and to forest governance issues is made in paragraph 6, which, however, is only in the nature of a “request.”

· No clarity that programs must be under local control for both justice and effective protection: Even these non-binding clauses are very vague, talking of “stakeholders”, “participation” and “respect for rights.”  The key requirement, as identified by the Standing Committee on Environment and Forests in India as well, is that such programs should be with the free prior informed consent of and under the control of  the local community and it is this community that should benefit.  No other entity, be it private companies or the Forest Department, has rights to these resources.  It has already been established that community protection is more effective than protection by the state, and certainly more so than that by commercial entities.  To ignore this issue is to invite land grabbing, profiteering and to threaten actual forest protection.  The draft makes no reference to these points.

· Encouraging plantations, which can cause environmental damage and threaten livelihoods: Paragraph 3(e) of the draft – the key operative paragraph – includes “enhancement of forest carbon stocks” among the main actions under REDD.  In practice this will be equivalent to plantations.  Since the clause saying natural forests and landscapes should not be converted to plantations is not binding, in practice this will encourage plantations on grasslands and natural open forests – as is happening in India today.  This deprives people of access to these lands for grazing, forest produce, etc. and also causes ecological damage; it may also, in some circumstances, result in increased emissions of carbon.

· Carbon trading included as possible source of funding: Paragraph 11 covers the financing agreement, and is entirely in square brackets.  The draft text however refers to a “flexible combination of funds and market-based activities.”  The phrase “market based activities” means trading in carbon emissions permits, which rich country companies buy in order to “offset” their excess emissions.  This will require calculations as to how much carbon dioxide a forest is storing and absorbing, an issue on which there is no scientific agreement (the draft leaves this question for further discussions).  Moreover, forests do not consist of just standing trees – trees grow, fires and other disasters take place, people and wildlife consume non-timber forest produce, etc.  Forests are constantly changing. How will this be accounted for?  Trading on forest carbon credits will lead companies and the government to shut off forests from all use by people, on the one hand, and on the other will encouarge fictional carbon storage figures.  This is exactly what has already happened in carbon forestry projects in Brazil and elsewhere.

If forest protection is being sought, the agreement is approaching the issue from the wrong end.  If forests are to be effectively protected, an international agreement must focus on democratic forest protection, not on carbon trading and finances. This draft agreement will merely make it easier for rich company companies to go on emitting carbon dioxide, while governments and companies in developing countries mint money by grabbing land.  
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